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A ROMANO-BRITISH SITE AT ORTON 
LONGUEVILLE, HUNTINGDONSHIRE 

G. F. DAKIN 

INTRODUCTION 

WITH the kind permission of Huntingdonshire County Council, the Archaeological 
Field Section of Peterborough Museum Society was able to carry out an emergency 
excavation of a Romano-British site at Orton Longueville between September 1959 
and April 1960, before it was laid out as a playing field for a new school. Messrs C. F. 
Tebbutt, F.S.A., and C. M. J. Coote, who are members of the County Council, and 
the County Architect and his staff all did much to enable the work to be continued 
as long as possible. To them and to Mr B. R. Hartley, F.S.A., of Leeds University, 
the Field Section is most grateful for help, guidance and encouragement. Mr E. 
Standen directed the field-work. 

The site is in the Nene valley, about 400 yards south of the Peterborough—Oundle 
road (Fig. i : National Grid Ref. TL (52) 164 962) and lies on Jurassic rocks 50  ft. 
above sea-level. Roughly 3 miles to the west is the site of the walled town of 
Durobrivae, which was the centre of an industrial area, including the well-known 
Nene valley potteries. Romano-British material has previously been found near the 
present site. A gravel pit about 150 yards to the north yielded pottery and coins in 
1907 (0.5. 6 in. Northants xiv N.W.) while the record of a ' hut village '  yielding 
' coarse Romano-British potsherds '  presumably refers to this too.' 

The main features uncovered in the excavations were furnaces, pits, a large 
rectangular building, a bath-house, and ditches (Fig. z, site plan). All the finds ate 
in Peterborough Museum. 

' 	 THE FURNACES 

Three furnaces and two pits (Figs. 2, 3 and  4:  furnaces A—C, pits i and z) were 
apparently the earliest features of the site. Although all were within the area of a 
large rectangular building (p. 54 below) they were almost certainly earlier than it, 
since the surface contemporary with them was below the level of the building's 
footings. 

Furnace A was 4  ft. long and z ft. across at its greatest width (Fig. 3  and P1. Xa). 
It was let 18 in. into the subsoil and was lined with limestone blocks set in clay. It 
had clearly been stoked from a pit at its east end, but the pit was occupied by 
features belonging to furnace B, which also sealed the mouth of A and so was 
certainly later. 

Miss M. V. Taylor, V.C.H. vol. i, P. 249. 
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Furnace B was also built of limestone (set in mortar) and lined with clay. It was 
figure-of-eight-shaped in plan with two roughly cylindrical communicating chambers, 
each 26 in. across and 20 lfl. deep. A short flue led into them from a stokehole 6 ft. 
across (Fig. 3  and P1. Xa). . 

Furnace C was 24 ft. south of the others. It was again stone-built with clay lining 
but was long and narrow and slightly constricted in the middle and at the mouth 
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Fig. 2. Orton Longueville. Site plan. 

(Fig. 4). Like the others, it was dug into the subsoil, but its floor sloped from a depth 
Of 1 5 in. at the mouth to 7.  in. at the back. There was a low stone retaining wall at the 
front and a small stokehole. 

All three furnaces had wood ash on their floors under rubble fillings, but there was 
little datable material in them. Such as there was (from A and B only) seems to belong 
to the first half of the second century (Fig. 6 and p. 58). This is true also of the pottery 
from pit i (alongside furnace A) which yielded a Hadrianic sherd of figured samian 
(Fig. 6, 4)  and a large calcite-gritted jar. Pit z, 40 ft. further north, also had pottery 
of similar date in its filling (Fig. 6 )  19-26). . 

What the purpose of the furnaces and pits was remains obscure. An industrial 
process is probable; as the form of the furnaces excludes the possibility that they 
were domestic ovens, and there was no sign of either the upper floors or the grain 
that would be expected in corn dryers. Metal working and pottery manufacture or 
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drying can almost certainly be excluded, because of the absence of the characteristic 
debris. However, the form of furnace B invites comparison with two boiler-stands 
for pottery vats recorded by Artis from the Normangate Field and Wansford.' Here 
presumably two vats were used, but the evidence does not allow us to guess at the 
process. 

. 	
1 Durobrivae, p1. xxvi, fig. 4D and p1. xxv, figs. 4 and 5. 
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THE RECTANGULAR BUILDING 

The north and west sides of the large building which apparently covered the furnaces 
had been severely robbed (Fig. z). As a result, its arrangement is not entirely clear, 
and in particular it is uncertain whether it was rectangular with two small rooms 
divided off at the back, or whether it had a single room projecting from the main 
structure at its north-east corner. On the whole, the first alternative is the more likely, 
since division of the back of strip-buildings in this manner is common enough. And, 
although open fronts are usual in strip-buildings, closing walls are by no means 
unknown.' . . . 

The walls of the building were over 120 ft. long'; its long walls we- re not precisely 
parallel and its width varied from 41 ft. at the front (the south end), to 39  ft. at the 

1  R. G. •Collingwood, Archaeology of Roman Britain, fig. 27c, d. 
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back. A ratio 3: I for length and width is not unusual in strip-buildings, though here 
the great width must have posed problems in roofing.' The walls were constructed 
of roughly dressed slabs of Lincolnshire limestone laid in horizontal courses. The 
long walls were 26 in. wide, but the front wall was io in. wider. This suggests the 
possibility that the gables may have been carried up to full height in stone with the 
long walls as sills for timber construction. 

Nowhere in the front of the building was there a trace of solid floor, though had 
it existed it should have survived, at least in part, as the north-east corner room had 
a relatively intact tessellated floor set in mortar (P1. Xb). 

The tesserae were about i in. square and were cut from local limestone or sand-
stone or baked clay. The dominant colour was beige, but in the middle of the floor 
traces remained of a rectangular pattern which had been executed in red, white 
and beige pieces. Below the floor the packing was limestone rubble in which were 
third-century potsherds (Fig. 7) 39-40. 

Building materials, other than stone, were found outside the walls, in the rubble 
filling and on the floors. They included floor-tiles, one bearing the imprint of a dog's 
foot, fragments of flue-tiles, roofing-tiles---tegulae, imbrices and ridge-tiles and 
Collyweston slates. A lot of coloured wall-plaster was found; some of it may have 
provided patterned panels and dados. 2  These various materials were most plentiful 
in the bath-house and around the room with the tessellated floor. Although no 
absolutely secure dating evidence was obtained, the building can scarcely have been 
earlier than the early or mid third century, as its north wall partly sealed pit 4  con-
taming pottery of that date (Fig.2). 

The whole character of the building, a large open area without solid floor at the 
front and with living-room(s) at the back, fits the familiar pattern of the strip-
building. In towns they are usually held to have been shops, or combined shops, 
workshops and living-quarters ; in the countryside they are not well known. The 
Heronbridge site near Chester has them in association with industrial activity or 
storage. 3  In the Nene valley itself, some of the larger but inadequately recorded 
buildings among the potteries in Normangate Field probably belong to this class. 4  
It is all the more unfortunate that no sign of the precise purpose of the Orton building 
was evident. 

THE BATH-HOUSE 

Near the south-west corner of the rectangular building, and related to it in such a 
manner that they are unlikely to have existed contemporaneously, was a small bath-
house (Fig. 5,  P1. XI b). Owing to the robbing, their relationship is not clear, but, 
as the bath-house had late fourth-century pottery in its demolition layers, it is likely 

1 An even wider strip-building has, however, been excavated at Wroxeter : J. V. Bushe-Fox, Excavations 
at Wroxeter in 1 914, p1. xxix, building labelled '  Site vi'. 

2 Samples were submitted for examination to Miss Joan Liversidge, Museum of Archaeology and 
Ethnology, Cambridge, who kindly made many helpful comments on the material. 

3 Y. Chester and North Wales Arch. Soc. vol. XLI, p. 16. 
4 Durobrivae, p1. xxxix. 
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to have been the later of the two. Buildings of two periods were involved; of these 
the first was certainly constructed as baths; the second, involving complete re-
building of the main walls from foundation level, may not have been. 

Period I 
The rooms uncovered were all hypocaust basements. Room I had a tolerably well-
preserved north wall with no trace of a flue. At a height of 6 in. above the basement 
level the top of the wall had traces of a threshold. It is clear, therefore, that an 
unheated room lay to the north. The structure thus emerges as the regular series of 
three heated rooms belonging to steam-heat baths. The furnace must have been at 
the southern end of the building, presumably in the axial position, and rooms 1-111 
will have been cool, warm and hot, respectively. An unusual feature was the presence 
of an apse in the warm room only.' The hypocaust basement continued into it and 
a single pila tile was found in position. As the west wall was carried through for the 
length of the hot-room there cannot have been an apse there, though there were 
admittedly some unexplained structures immediately to the west. The hot-water 
bath or shower was presumably at suspensura level. 

As will be seen from the plan (Fig. 5,  P1. XIb) the three rooms were divided at 
basement level only by piers. Above the suspensura there would have been solid walls 
pierced only by doorways. 

No evidence was found to enable a secure date to be given to Period I. 

Period II 
This involved the complete rebuilding of the two long walls of the building. The apse 
off room II was demolished in the process, the pilae in the main rooms were removed 
and a mortar floor was laid above the original basement to the level of the tops of the 
pier bases-8–I2 in. (see section across bath-house piers, Fig. 5). 

It was probably at this time that a platform was inserted in the north-east corner 
of room I. As there was no trace of bath-house fittings, it seems probable that the 
new building was unheated. The platform in room I is then explicable as the base 
of stairs leading down into what was in effect a semi-basement (P1. XI a). 

The pottery scattered in the demolition layer over the floor suggests that the 
building in its modified form survived to the end of the Roman period. 

MINOR FEATURES 

The most interesting and productive minor features were those to the east of the 
buildings already described, and a complicated feature east of furnace B (Fig.2). 

Near the south-east corner of the rectangular building was pit 3 it was approxi-
mately 1 5  by 8 ft. and 4  ft. deep. Well to the east of the strip-building a ditch was 
traced running parallel with the east wall; it turned eastwards towards the rough 

1 Cf. Artis, Durobrivae, pis. xvii and xx for a bath-suite in the Mill Hill field with this same feature—
otherwise unparalleled in Roman Britain. 
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stone floors—which had probably belonged to huts. The feature near furnace B 
comprised short ditches and stones lying over depressions containing wood ash. It 
had been so disturbed that its purpose could not be understood. 

These minor features yielded fragments of roof-tiles, wall-plaster, pottery and 
nails; the pottery indicated that they were apparently still in use in the fourth 
century. 

SUMMARY 

It is highly probable that occupation of the site began early in the second century and 
continued until late in the fourth century. Judging by the furnaces and pits it was 
associated with industrial use. In the third century it is likely that the large rec-
tangular building, provided with simple living-quarters, was erected. The purpose 
was probably still industrial. This phase was apparently succeeded by the period 
when the bath-house was in use. Even on the modest scale provided here, this implies 
a reasonably substantial community. 

The open ditches and rough floors were still in use in the fourth century; con-
sequently it can be assumed that the occupation of the buildings and the functioning 
of the industry continued until then. 
. Clearly, the excavation was able to reveal only a small part of a substantial site 
which presumably belonged to the Nene Valley industrial complex. But the true 
function of the Orton Longueville industrialists within that complex remains 
irritatingly obscure. 

POTTERY 

Selections from the considerable quantity of pottery which the site yielded are described and 
illustrated below in groups related to the features from which they were 'taken (Figs. 6, 7, 8). 

Group A 
From the area which includes furnaces A and B, pit i and the ditch west offurnace A. 

Furnace A . i . Large jar, pale grey fabric, hard: prominent neck grooving: lattice decora-
tion lightly marked: probably second century. 

2. Dark grey core: inner and outer edges light grey: hard, ' cut glass '  facet decoration: 
imitation samian, form 30. 

Furnace B. 3.  Grey fabric: wheel-made jar with black burnished coat: probably based on 
Iron Age type: form unusual: probably second century. 

Pit 1 . Samian, form 33:  Central Gaulish: Trajanic or Hadrianic. 
4 Figured samian, form 37  in the style of Drusus : panel decoration with lion (Oswald 1450) 

over four-bladed plant in one panel: small vine scroll in next with bird pecking grapes. The style 
is precisely that of a signed Drusus bowl from Heronbridge, Chester.' 

Dish: pale grey fabric: slightly granular texture. 
Dish: dark grey fabric: smooth surface. 
Dish: grey fabric: dark smooth surface: lattice decoration. 

1 Central Gaulish Potters, Stanfield and Simpson. Circa A.D. I20-40. 
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8. Tar: light grey fabric: granular texture. 
In addition to the second-century samples illustrated above, pit i yielded fragments of large 

calcite gritted jars, like those from a first-century kiln found at Water Newton in 1959. 

(d) Trench west of furnace A. This yielded a little second-century and some third-century 
material. 

Nene valley colour-coated ware. 
Samian, form 33 : Central Gaulish : probably Antonine : an external groove immediately below 

the lip: perhaps a feature which is usually confined to earlier examples. 
Form 18/31  or 3 1 :  probably Central Gaulish : Hadrianic. 
9. Pinched-neck flagon: pale-grey fabric: colour-coated black: third century. 
10. Flat rimmed dish: cream fabric: colour-coated slate-grey: enamel-like appearance: 

mid third century. 
I I . Narrow-necked grey jar: mid or late third century. 
12. Rouletted beaker: pinkish fabric: colour-coated dark brown, Orange flecks. 
13-  Upper part of a bulbous beaker: thin cream-coloured fabric: colour-coated brown: groove 

and rouletting : mid third century. 
54. Small terra-cotta beaker: hard, smooth surface. 
1 5 -  Core of fabric grey, changing to light brown at edges : surface black: granular texture. 
16. Calcite gritted, grey fabric: black surface. 
17. Grey fabric: narrow-necked jar: mid or late third century. 

(e)  Around stokehole offurnace B. Pottery ranged from second to late fourth century. Samian, 
forms 31/R, 33 and Curle 23 : all Antonine. 

18. Fragment of hunt-cup: cream fabric: colour-coated brown.- part of a deer in barbotine 
decoration. 	 S  

Group B 
From Pit 2. All the pottery belongs to the early second century. 

Samian, form 3 1: parts of two vessels: Central Gaulish : Antonine. 
19. Potter's stamp: form 18/31:  Hadrianic : Central Gaulish. 
20. Soft buff fabric : black smooth surface: decoration ring and dot, with groups of three lines 

of stamped markings made by a toothed wheel: lower down another band of dots encircles the 
bowl. It is very like one described as ' a vessel of .Dragendorff shape 37 . . . from Water Newton... 
probably second half of first century A.D. '. 

2 1.  Grey fabric: granular texture. 
22. Brick-coloured fabric, gritty feel: coated black. 
23. Grey fabric: granular texture. 
24. Thickest part of fabric grey at centre, elsewhere brick-coloured: thin grey skin just below 

surface: dark grey surface: two bands of lattice decoration so faintly marked as to be hardly 
discernible. 

25. Calcite gritted fabric: black outside, red below rim inside. 
26. Dish: hard light grey fabric: smooth surface. 

Group C 

From the north-east of the strip-building—that is, in, around and under the tessellated floor.',-, Apart 
from the residual samian ware the group is consistently third century, with the possible exception 
of the mortarium which may be late third or early fourth century. 

V.C.H. vol. I, ' Romano-British Remains ', no. io, p1. vu, and p. 241. 
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Samian, form 18/31:  Central Gaulish, Hadrianic. 
Samian, Form 31:  Central Gaulish, Antonine. 	. 

Pale grey fabric: slightly gritty texture. 
Light grey fabric and surface: granular texture: chamfer just visible at base. 
Pale grey fabric and exterior: chamfer at junction of side and base. 
Cream fabric: colour-coated with touches of reddish brown and dark brown. 

31- Pinkish fabric: colour-coated dark brown: rouletted. 
Wall-sided mortarium : cream fabric. 
Lower part of Castor box: off-white fabric: colour-coated orange and dark brown: 

rouletted. 
34, 351 36,  37.  All cream, thin hard fabric: colour-coated brown: each has a different kind of 

barbotine decoration. 
Pink—cream fabric: thin and hard: colour-coated dark: rouletted bands. 
Grey fabric, hard: coarse grained: from under tessellated floor. 
Coarse calcite gritted fabric: from under tessellated floor. 
Soft calcite gritted jar: light brown: from under tessellated floor. 

Group D 
From areas each side of the southern half of the east wall of the rectangular building. The pottery 
dates from the second to early fourth century. 

Jar of grey fabric: holes punched in lower part: a colander. 
43- Cream fabric: colour-coated orange with dark brown superimposed: scaled decoration 

gives rustic effect. 
44. Hard grey fabric: 'cut glass' facets and grooving. 

Group E 
From inside and around the bath-house at various levels. 

(a) On the rubble filling. At occupation level there was residual second- and third-century 
material, but the bulk was fourth century. 	 ' 

45. Grey fabric with stamped and incised decoration. 
46. Calcite gritted jar. 
(b) In the rubble but above mortar floor. The pottery was almost all consistently early to mid 

fourth century: the only earlier pieces were the flagon neck and one piece of samian. 
47. Light grey fabric: darker outside and smooth. 
48. Hard grey fabric: slightly burnished outside: dark grey. 
49. Calcite gritted: wide-mouthed jar: reddish brown. 
50. Calcite gritted. 
5 1-  Cream fabric, thick: colour-coated orange brown. 

Calcite gritted: rilled, black exterior. 
Pale grey fabric: hard: slight surface roughness. 
Dish: light grey fabric: black and slightly burnished. 

55 -  Cream fabric: colour-coated brown to black: smooth.. 
Cream fabric, thick: colour-coated orange and brown: segmental dish with parallel white 

lines on edge of rim. 
Pinkish fabric: colour-coated brown. 
Beaker base: cream fabric, colour-coated brown over orange: faint rouletted lines. 
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59. Off-white fabric, thick: colour-coated black: floral pattern and dots in thin white barbotine 
round the broad rim. 

6o. Cream-coloured fabric: ring neck of single-handled flagon. 
(c)  On the mortar floor. Much of the pottery comprised such vessels, as mid third-century 

colour-coated and fourth-century flanged bowls and flagons; in the apsehere were second-century 
sherds, third-century Rhenish ware—thin, glossy and rouletted—and some mid fourth-century 
colour-coated vessels. 

Fourth-century flagon: cream fabric: colour-coated black, white barbotine dots round the 
neck, a white line round the collar and white scroll round the shoulder. 

Cream fabric, thick: colour-coated dark brown. 
Mortarium from floor just outside north wall of bath-house: Stibbington type of the late 

third and early fourth century. 

(d) Under the mortarfloor of bath-house. 
The material ranged from samian, form 33,  Antonine, to colour-coated ware of the late third 

century. 
. .. ' 	 Group F 

From ditches and pit 3  east of the strip-building. 
(a) Northern stretch of the trench. All the pottery was fourth century. 

Flagon neck: cream fabric, colour-coated black. 
Flanged bowl: cream fabric, colour-coated chocolate brown: imitation samian, form 38. 
Cream fabric, colour-coated brown. 

	

(b)  Southern part of ditch running from west to east. 	 , 
The ditch could not have been filled in before the middle of the fourth century as it yielded 

pottery of that date: there was residual material—samian, form 3 1, Antonine ; form 37,  Hadrianic; 
also a little third-century colour-coated ware. 

Thames valley mortarium : terra-cotta fabric: studded with white and reddish brown grit: 
the grains of grit are round in contrast to angular ironstone grit usually found in local 9tibbington 
mortaria. 

Grey fabric: colour-coated brown. 
Cream fabric: colour-coated dark brown. • 
Light grey fabric: very hard : mottled grey surface: grooved decoration round rim and 

neck of jar. 
V. Dark-brown gritty fabric: burnished black: granular texture inside. 

Face flagon: moulded mask attached to flagon neck: probably made at Stibbington. 

Group 0 
From Pit 3.  The pit yielded mainly fourth-century pottery, but there was a lot of residual material 
in it. For example, samian, forms 33, 3 6,3 1  and 31/R and colour-coated sherds of the late second 
century. 

Grey fabric: black burnished: ,  late third century. 
Grey fabric: hard smooth surface. 
Hard grey fabric: granular texture. 
Pale grey core: whitish coating both sides, slightly gritty texture. 
Grey fabric: dark grey surface, burnished. 
Grey fabric: outer and inner coatings pale grey: hard surface. 
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Cream fabric, thick: pale terra-cotta coating: orange-coloured stripes painted diagonally 
across the rim. 

Heavy terra-cotta fabric: granular texture. 
Pale grey fabric: hard, smooth surface. 
Hard grey fabric: smooth surface. 
Grey fabric : dark grey surface: slightly burnished. 
Orange-cream fabric: colour-coated terra-cotta. 
Grey core: terra-cotta coating: barbotine scrolls. 
Mortarium : Stibbington style: cream fabric and pale terra-cotta surfaces: studded with 

ironstone grit. 
Fragment of a triple vase: cream fabric: smooth surface. 

. 88. Large, late fourth-century mortarium : fabric core is grey, changing to cream towards 
surfaces: buff colour on outside: studded with ironstone grit. 

Thick cream fabric: colour-coated dark brown: metallic lustre. 
Thick pinkish fabric: colour-coated brown: metallic lustre. 

9 I . Thick cream-coloured fabric: colour-coated dark brown: glossy surface. 
Cream fabric: colour-coated brown: imitation samian, form 38. 
Cream fabric: colour-coated olive green: metallic lustre. 

Group H 

From the tangle of ditches, depressions and stones a few feet east offurnace B. None of the pottery 
was earlier than the late third century. 

Colour-coated flanged bowl of the late third or early fourth century: cream fabric, 
coloured terra-cotta: chamfer at the junction of the side and base. 

COINS 

Two coins were found; both came from the area described in group D.' 

I. Found in the rubble layer 25ft. east of the strip-building. 
Tetricus 1: c. A.D. 270-3. 

Obverse: [IMP C TETRI] cvs PF [AVG] 
Bust of Tetricus I wearing radiate crown facing left. 

Reverse: Nearly illegible; possibly PAx standing to the left. Well worn. 

2. From the top of the occupation layer 20ft. south-west of the first. 
Constantine I : A.D. 308-37. 

Obverse: CONSTANTINOPOLIS 
Helmeted bust of Constantinopolis to the left. 

Reverse: Victory on prow. 
Mint-mark: 

P CONST 
Minted at Arelate during the first officina (A.D. 330-5). Good condition. 

1 Identification of coins and information about them, provided by Adrian Challands, a young member 
of the Field Section. 

CAS 
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Fig. iii(natura1 size). 
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SMALL OBJECTS 

Among the numerous small objects found were bones of pig, sheep and ox ; metal implements such 
as iron chisels and bronze tweezers; portions of several small, lustrous green glass vessels; a few 
worked flints; a piece of quern, and a fragment of a stone mortar. A small quantity of coal was 
found in the rubble on the east side of the bath-house. 

A few of these finds are illustrated (Figs. 9  and io). 

Fig. 9, 1 . Bone-handled iron knife, from the south-east corner of the rectangular building. 
2, 3- Iron tools, one with serrated end; the first from the rough stone floor east of the building, 

the other from the area of furnaces A and B. . 	 . 
4, 5, 6,  7. Iron chisels, from the bath-house area. 

Iron lance or spearhead, from the ditch west of furnace A. 
Plan and section of a fragment of a fine-grained stone • mortar, from the bath-house area. 

Figo xo, i. Bronze disc-brooch (probably), from near the stokehole of furnace B. 
z. Bone pin, from the area of group D. 

5-2 
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	 PLATE X 

(a) Furnace A on left, furnace B on right. 

p 

(b) Tessellated floor from the north. 

(Photographs by M. Howard.) 
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	 PLATE XI 

(a) The northern end of the bath-house, showing the threshold (above horizontal pole) 
and the floor laid in Period II. 

(b) The bath-house from the north-west, showing the pier-bases of the hypocaust system, the apse, and 
rooms I, II and III. Traces of the Period I structure can be seen projecting from below the wall on the 

(Photograph by M. Howard.) right. The internal dimensions of the building are 30 X 10 ft.  
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